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5 Asian Painters Redefining Figuration Today

2025. 08. 04. | Cathy Fan & Vivienne Chow

These artists are drawing on folklore, cosmology, and pop culture, expanding the possibilities of the medium.

While some painters mine the personal, others look outward—toward ancestral myth, folklore, and the surreal. The
five Asian artists highlighted below blur boundaries between reality and the speculative. Drawing from Buddhist
cosmology, East Asian ink traditions, Gothic horror, and dream logic, these painters offer visual languages that are
both strange and familiar. Their canvases hum with tension—between tradition and invention, the sacred and the
grotesque—reflecting a world in flux. They are expanding what contemporary figuration can be.

1. Zhuo Xiong

Who: Zhuo Xiong (b. 1988, Inner Mongolia, China)
Based in: New York and Shenzhen, China

Gallery: Zhuo is currently represented by Fou Gallery in New York
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Why we care: Zhuo Xiong’s latest series stems from his reflections on childhood and the transformative experience
of growing up in Inner Mongolia, an autonomous region in northern China. During Zhuo’s youth, the area
experienced significant Sinicization, with its people shifting from a traditional nomadic lifestyle to a semi-nomadic,
semi-agricultural existence. Amid these changes, felt remained a staple of daily life, used in household items and
clothing. For Zhuo, the material became a profound medium to capture and reflect on life and personal thoughts.
Its heavy fiber meticulously preserves the traces of his painterly marks, which he makes with pigments and casein
that are indistinguishable from the powders traditionally used to adorn faces in Inner Mongolia.

The new series is heavily influenced by Zhuo’s deep understanding of materials and his unique reinterpretation of
art history, including Western influences. By reimagining works like Manet’s Olympia (1863), he constructs fictional
narratives that critique contemporary societal issues. He has said that he sees parallels between his experience
growing up as an ethnic minority in a resource-scarce, tightly controlled environment in China and the changes in
public opinion during the rise of modernism in European, particularly concerning the stigmatization of figures like
Victorine Meurent, the model for Olympia.

—Cathy Fan

2. Jinhee Kim

Jinhee Kim, The Bookshop Next to an Asian Market (2024). Courtesy of the artist.
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Who: Jinhee Kim (b. 1990, Seoul)
Based in: Berlin and Seoul
Gallery: ThisWeekendRoom

Why we care: In her paintings, Jinhee Kim acts like a director, staging scenes with elaborate care. She
meticulously arranges characters and spaces on the canvas, adjusting the relationship between light and color to
bring moments of life onto the stage. Mundane moments of our everyday existence, like going to the
supermarket or having coffee with friends, are reimagined by the artist into surreal three-dimensional images.
Her characters often display deadpan or neutral expressions, as if calmly going about their day, but lavish, vibrant
tones and dramatic atmosphere of the works create a sense of theatricality.

Kim’s experience as a Korean living abroad in Berlin has shown her that perceived cultural differences rarely
emerge in major events but rather in the ordinary actions of daily life, a reality that her nuanced work aims to
capture. Kim holds a BFA from Hongik University and an MFA in painting from Berlin Art University, where she
studied with Burkhard Held.

—C.F.

3. Tsai Yun-Ju

Tsai Yun-Ju, Comma (2025). Courtesy of the artist and Tara Downs, New York.

Who: Tsai Yun-Ju (b. 1998, Taichung, Taiwan)
Based in: London

Gallery: Tara Downs, New York
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Why we care: Diasporic Asian artists have been steadily gaining recognition in recent years and among them is
Taiwanese-born, London-based Tsai Yun-Jun. Upon completing her studies in Taiwan, Tsai pursued an MFA in
painting at the prestigious Slade School of Fine Art in the British capital. Soon after her graduation in 2022, she
was picked up by New York gallery Tara Downs, which showcased her work at the gallery and the June Art Fair in
Basel in 2023.

Tsai’s distinctive visual language is rooted in her early training in gongbi, a realist, detail-oriented Chinese
painting genre characterized by meticulous brushwork, and an upbringing steeped in classic Chinese literature,
such as the epic 18th-century novel Dream of the Red Chamber. She reinterprets these influences with
expressive, pastel-hued brushstrokes that dance across her canvases, creating carefully crafted pictorial
compositions that are layered with symbolism and hidden meanings.

In her latest body of work, which that will on view in an upcoming New York show, Tsai explores Takashi
Murakami’s notion of “Superflat” by subtly weaving motifs drawn from the Japanese artist’s iconography into her
abstract gestures. One must allow themselves time and headspace to enjoy her mesmerizing paintings, which are
like portals to a hypnotic world waiting to be discovered.

—Vivienne Chow

4, Oscar Chan Yik Long
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Who: Oscar Chan Yik Long (b. 1988, Hong Kong)
Based in: Helsinki, Finland

Gallery: Chan is represented by Gallery Exit in Hong Kong. He also works with Cazul 101 in Bucharest, Romania,
and collaborates regularly with PF25 Cultural Projects, a nonprofit in Basel, Switzerland.

Why we care: Chinese ink paintings are often associated with picture-perfect landscapes on traditional scrolls. But
for Oscan Chan Yik Long, Chinese ink is a medium for manifesting a fantastical world while confronting the
complexity of the human psyche. A graduate of the Academy of Visual Arts at Hong Kong Baptist University, the
artist has developed a practice that draws from East Asian mythologies, cinema and pop culture, and Western
classics. More recently, he has been inspired by a holistic approach to the human body and mind, as well as the
connections between internal organs and core emotions, a perspective often found in Chinese traditions.

While he often paints on canvas, his most captivating works are his site-specific painting installations and murals,
which depict grotesque monsters and beings, articulating fear and horror. In the 2019 edition of Paris
Internationale, he took over the walls on both sides of a hallway with elaborate ink drawings for a solo
presentation with Gallery Exit, and last year, Chan painted over the walls and ceiling of St. Chads in London,
enveloping the space with images of otherworldly monsters haunting our unconscious.

—V.C

5. Channatip Chanvipava
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Who: Channatip Chanvipava (b. 1993, Bangkok)
Based in: London

Gallery: Chanvipava is not represented by any gallery at the moment, but he has exhibited at Nova Contemporary
in Bangkok, Monti8 in Latina, Italy, and Ronchini in London.

Why we care: Born into a family of Thai-Chinese heritage and educated in London, Chanvipava makes paintings
with layered meanings that explore his fluid identity, shaped by his cultural, social, and personal experiences as a
queer artist. An economics graduate from the London School of Economics, Chanvipava had a deep desire to
create, which led him to pursue art. He began as a self-taught artist and later studied at the Royal College of Art
in London. His canvases act as containers for his memories, which appear in the form of abstract collages that are
captured in colorful, broad brushstrokes. His paintings have drawn attention from industry players, including the
curatorial and studio platform Roman Road, which presented a solo exhibition, “The Sound of Many Waters,” in
Venice last year, alongside the Venice Biennale.

—V.C.
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